BEETLES AND LIZARDS

to be one, whence the one-horned oryx of Aristotle, and in
the Hebrew text of Deuteronomy xxxiii. 17: 'His horns are
like the horns of unicorns.'1 The unicorn of tradition was
a symbol of strength.and a guardian of chastity, a terror to
men, whom he devoured at sight, but according to mediseval
legend a ready victim to a pure young virgin. On seeing
her his ferocity abated, and he would meekly come and lay
his head in her lap, and submit to the caresses that made him
her willing captive.

We made an early start, and left the last slight ridges
behind to move across an utterly flat and featureless plain,
now a hard sandy floor where in places we came upon nests
of fossilised oysters, lying on the surface as they might have
on an ocean bed barely covered by the fine sand, now fields
of flint or rubble and at rare intervals an outcrop of
laminated red sandstone. There was no animal life and all
I collected was a beetle, a snake (colubrid] and a lizard, the
last named, however, of great interest to the Natural History
Museum, for it was new to science - abu qursh^ 'the father
of the dollar/ the Badawin called it, on account of its round
tail. And so a dreary ride for seven hours, when I judged
we had made twenty-one and a half miles. The next two
days, which brought us to Shisur, were alike-a vast
expanse of featureless wilderness. The only movement
came from sand devils, which raised their spinning columns,
bringing with them a refreshing gust of wind. Not a
vestige of vegetation, and our camels seemed to know that
here it was they must step out. We pressed on towards a
white expanse of shimmering mirage that obscured the
skyline and practised its habitual deceit as it receded before
our thirsty column.

1 The Hebrew word used is rim.